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In the last six years, Central European (CE) countries have initiated an unprece-
dented format that would aim at bettering connectivity in the European Union 
and increasing the investment potential of the whole block. They formed a joint 
investment fund and have regularly met to push for common development poli-

cies. This builds upon the ambitions of CE to reinforce Transatlantic cooperation while 
extending the idea of a secure and free Europe.

The Three Seas Initiative (3SI) of 12 EU member states — all located in the east 
of Europe in between the Adriatic, Baltic and Black seas — is a political format to 
stimulate sectoral and business cooperation with key allies from the Western world 
and international investors. A private fund is tasked with investing by means of pri-
vate-public partnerships in the 3SI transnational projects. Transportation, energy 
and digital infrastructure are the sole priorities, and the fund is quickly growing with 
national contributions reaching 1 billion euros in 2021 to be matched by 1 billion 
US dollars pledged by the U.S. adding to the already the most ambitious EU 7-year 
perspective budget ever. For the 3SI to be successful, the above-mentioned funds are 
merely seed money for large institutional investors from around the globe who are 
keen to invest in emerging markets. 

While reinforcing transnational cooperation between democratic allies, several 
countries of the 3SI are — at the same time — being challenged by resurgent national-
ism, democratic backsliding and geopolitical threats ranging from hybrid warfare and 
the sharp power influence of China to state terrorism and military conflicts sponsored 
by Russia and other revisionist powers. All of these obstacles undermine the ambitious 
cooperation and investment format. Democratic security should therefore be consid-
ered as yet another priority to make the 3SI achieve its lofty aspirations. 

In order to build up the region and attract investment, a secure civil society ac-
tively participating in governance as well as strong, independent media are required. 
These two institutions would assert the societies’ control over their future and act as 
a bulwark against corruption.

In February 2021, the 3SI was endorsed by US Secretary of State Antony Blinken 
and, over the last year, by several bi-partisan acts in both chambers of the US Congress. 

The previous support from Donald Trump’s administration for the 3SI was re-
ceived with reservation in the EU. The former president’s divisive diplomacy along 
with strong Eurosceptic voices in CE overshadowed the bright prospects of the initia-
tive. Both political currents have distorted the perception of the 3SI and stamped out 
its initial momentum. 
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It was not until the Bucharest summit in 2018, three years after its launch, that 
the EU Commission President Jean-Claude Juncker and the German Foreign Minister 
Heiko Maas finally endorsed the initiative. The envisaged funds were pledged by mem-
ber governments only in 2020 at just the same time when the EU was dealing with the 
protracted 2021-2027 multiannual financial framework negotiations.  

Today, the 3SI is projected to be the fastest-growing part of the EU’s economy. 
Along with unprecedented resources allocated through the Recovery and Resilience 
Fund, it has the potential of changing the narrative of the whole European block from 
the idea of postwar responsibility to future investment and growth.

With rising security challenges and illiberal political trends, Central Europe re-
mains a source of concern among its democratic partners.  Europe’s future is tied to 
the region, which should not be neglected as this would be exploited by revisionist 
powers such as China or Russia.

At the same time, a strategic direction for the region has often been hampered 
by the complexity and diversity of Central Europe. 

Against this background, a few regional initiatives have been successful in coor-
dinating joint efforts from the capitals as the Visegrad Group (V4) and, more recently, 
the 3SI. 

In our previous report, Central European Futures — released in 2018 jointly with 
the German Marshall Fund of the US —  we explored scenarios for the region ex-
pressed in the dynamics of the V4, which continue to map political developments by 
means of plausible alternatives.

The current foresight report presents potential development of the 3SI with four 
alternatives lit against the prism of democratic security. The report was based on our 
in-house research, several years of analysis in the field and dozens of interactive work-
shops conducted in 2020 and 2021, which involved a unique group of 60 regional 
experts from all 3SI countries. A draft report has also been consulted with key stake-
holder groups at an international research conference held in June 2021 involving 
policymakers, diplomats and civil society influencers. 

While the 3SI can build on the economic advantages of the EU members, which 
over the last two decades have demonstrated robust growth, it started off in the shad-
ow of nationalist narratives that exploited themes of rivalry between members of the 
Western Alliance. 

The pragmatic perspective should focus on the growth of the EU’s economy and 
securing Europe’s weak points especially in the domain of connectivity, gas supplies 
and uneven digital potential. Those objectives are at the core of the initiative and may 
yet bring more returns in terms of Europe’s security depending on political and dip-
lomatic efforts by all engaged parties, while limiting damage to the Western Alliance 
from malign authoritarian influence.

Hence, in our recommendations we strongly emphasise the democratic security 
perspective on transparency of investment, the integrity of electoral institutions, me-
dia freedoms and civil society participation in governance.

The Visegrad Insight team has developed the following report with scenarios 
and actionable policy recommendations to advise the political debate on the 3SI and 
advance core democratic principles. 
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RECOMMENDATIONS

Democratic security
1   Include a democratic security perspective to ensure good governance, 
transparency and participative support of all stakeholders to mitigate risks 
related to corruption, environmental risks and the polarisation of the information 
space. Put emphasis on the highest standards as the 3SI cannot contribute to 
the buildup of national oligarchies with the use of EU funds.

3SI Civil Society Forum
2   The hosts of 3SI annual summits should include a 3SI Civil Society 
Forum (CSF) as one of  three flagship formats — next to political and business 
stages — thus including democratic security influencers and the media. The 
three platforms should interact.

The 3SI CSF must be inclusive across the board of existing divisions (in the 
region and globally). The pan-regional level may help establish a dialogue 
between civil society actors otherwise nationally divided. It should be lightweight 
administratively and fit for the needs of digital age networking. Thus, the CSF 
would include groups such as: 

• Informal movements, experts as well as official civil society 
organisations,

• Expert and educational networks, 
• Pro-bono lawyers and advocacy groups, 
• Cities, towns and local governments.

3   3SI should invest in new generations of civil society influencers in all 3SI 
countries to build bottom-up policy expertise for the general public and specifically 
for the political parties to ensure long term objectives of the 3SI. The CSF must 
build up expertise and media awareness in respective countries, regardless 
of the 3SI CSF summits, and include a focused list of good governance goals 
complementary to the 3SI like CSOs participation, transparency of investments, 
resilient information space, cybersecurity, environmental protections or the 
strengthening of environmental human rights. 
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4   The 3SI Civil Society Forum should: 

• work towards the 3SI’s clarity of purpose and bring forward 
distinctive features of this regional format,

• help set the actual agenda for institutional investors,
• build an understanding of short and long term 3SI goals to 

ensure that it is driven by success-stories,
• map and monitor economic exposure in the 3SI. 

5   The CSF needs to define language on democratic progress or 
backsliding that helps understand what’s legitimate or not in terms 
of democratic innovation (or disruption). The CSF should help ensure 
that the EU’s Article 7 no longer needs to apply since it hampers the 
investment credibility of the region.

Opportunity for Europe
6   The EU should consider 3SI as an opportunity for Europe to 
attract US attention and investment. The EU should once again 
become a magnet for investment from within and from abroad by 
attracting more funds from the 3SI national partners, the U.S. and 
globally. 

7   3SI should emphasise the European dimension of the 
initiative also by setting more ambitious goals regarding the Core 
Network Corridors in the Trans-European Transport Network plan with 
milestones in 2030 and 2050. 

8   The EU should consider 3SI as one of its macro-regional 
strategies to embrace the potential of 3SI in building European 
transnational networks while diminishing the risks of Eurosceptic 
narratives in the region.

Poland’s role
9   Poland should take historical narratives out of the equation 
to defuse scepticism from countries like Czechia, Slovakia or 
Lithuania about Poland’s domination. The Intermarium narrative and 
Jagiellonian foreign policy are hurting the pragmatic approach of the 
3SI.
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A ll countries of the region engage in the 3SI but put forward projects 
disconnected from one another and are unable to synchronise regional 
potential. 

Along the electoral cycle, new successful governments in Central Europe di-
sconnect from the regional initiatives and try to establish their agenda solely on pan-EU 
platforms. In countries like Czechia, Slovakia and Hungary new generations of politicians 
win elections and disconnect from the 3SI but also the V4 mostly because of the ideolo-
gical legacy. 

While Poland — regardless of the presidential election result back in 2020 or in 2025 
— would uphold its commitment to the 3SI, the other partners’ political elites are more 
volatile in their approach. 

With the absence of public debate on the region’s strategy on independent media plat-
forms and uneven engagement with policy influencers from all 3SI nations, the individu-
al countries become embroiled in positional negotiations on national priorities instead of 
focusing on transnational benefits. 

Projects funded by the EU, 3SI Fund, investment banks and from national resources con-
tinue to be considered by successive governments as spoils of electoral wars, deepening 
problems with corruption and the rule of law.

The inflow of capital to the region along 3SI objectives is contributing to the build-up of 
illiberal tendencies, reducing democratic security and fuelling the centralisation of gover-
nance. This leads to the hampering of investment potential in the initiative due to the sta-
lemate in Article 7 proceedings in the EU along with neo-imperial narratives dissuading 
potential investors. 

Regionally Segregated 
Generations1
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By 2023, countries of the region prioritise their focus on the economic 
potential and individual recovery instead of better coordinated EU ef-
forts. Additionally, a failure of the Conference on the Future of Europe 
that does not deliver any tangible results diminishes more ambitious 

reforms of the block for years. The EU’s goals are also stranded by domestic 
electoral battles that continue at least until 2024.

Thus, regional cooperation becomes tainted by nationalist political narratives hampe-
ring the potential of regional initiatives such as the 3SI or the V4. Leaders advocate for au-
tonomous regional cooperation following their echo chambers and group think in absen-
ce of strong media and civil society participation in the debate.  A drastic increase of stra-
tegic lawsuits against public participation, the media and CSOs leads to record low public 
participation in governance enabling massive centralisation. Consequently, the region be-
comes a basecamp of Eurosceptics rather than a pragmatic network of countries utilising 
the full potential of influence within the EU. 

While such initiatives are left to radical political forces, they increase exposure to Chi-
nese and Russian influence which secretly or openly seek to inflate an idea of regional au-
tonomy and manipulate separatist tendencies. 

Exposed to corruption and further democratic backsliding, the illiberal practices beco-
me contagious and eventually play against democratic security in an interconnected spa-
ce of Central Europe. 

Western partners increase their engagement in the region to contain the situation by 
diplomatic micromanaging.

Texas 
of Europe2
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The electoral cycle, along with growing support for the EU, brings new per-
spectives on the Central European cooperation potential within Europe. 

Prospects of joint economic diplomacy on behalf of the region helps energise the 
initiative with a renewed agenda. 

Policy debate on the 3SI across the region develops strategic culture on the basis of an 
integrated forum of policy influencers from all 3SI countries. Democratic security aware-
ness and a focus on pragmatic sectoral cooperation reduce risks related to ideological nar-
ratives about the autonomy of the region and Eurosceptic tendencies. 

To avoid duplication with other existing regional formats, the 3SI is reconsidered in the 
framework of EU programming. With backing from the European Council, it becomes 
the fifth macro-regional strategy of the EU (next to the Baltic, Adriatic, Danube and Al-
pine macro-regions). 

Unlike other macro-regional strategies, the advantage of 3SI proves to be more effecti-
ve because of the political leadership format on top of the sectoral agenda, and it becomes 
a template for the other existing macro-regions.

EU’s 
macro-regional strategy3
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Existing tensions between China and the US become hot conflicts in 
South-East Asia pulling international attention away from the 3SI and 
effectively limiting foreign investments. Russia uses these moments of 
instability to advance their support to separatist forces in the EU’s neigh-

bourhood and thus creating permanent instability. China continues to build up 
its investment across the EU increasing the block’s economic exposure, and the 
US turns merely to defensive strategies like amendments to the Competitive 
Strategy Act with more hostile language.

The 3SI loses any option of strategic ambiguity and becomes purely a geopolitical in-
strument of uniting CEE behind the US agenda on China and Russia while risking aliena-
ting EU partners like Germany or Italy. Thus, the initiative becomes less potent in mobi-
lising resources from the EU and attracting investment capital, due to global uncertainty 
but also rigid business interests. 

At the same time, countries which are following a multi-vector foreign policy agenda — 
such as Hungary — break away from the 3SI stalling coordination on key infrastructural, 
energy or digital projects that otherwise would require their involvement. As a result, the 
3SI remains incomplete and internally divided between countries pulled together by se-
curity challenges primarily the Baltics, Poland, Romania — and those choosing not to — 
primarily Austria, Hungary, Slovenia and Croatia. 

China bites, 
Russia stings4
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Big picture
DEMOCRATIC SECURITY

49% of all 3SI projects currently are Transport-related, dealing in such areas as roads and rail connec-
tions. This is by far the largest and most resource-demanding aspect of the Initiative. 

16.5 billion cubic metres — increase in the volume of imported Russian natural gas to 3SI countries 
between 2014 and 2019 — a nearly 50% growth in consumption. As the economies of Central Europe grow, 
the need for energy grows as well, leading to imports from outside the region, namely Russia.

≈50% energy dependency aon average across the region with a steady increase since 2000 which was 
44%. As economies grow, the need for foreign energy imports increases and the region needs to find supplies 
from outside.

51% 5G readiness on average throughout the 3SI in 2019. The highest achieving country, Austria is at 
63% readiness and the lowest country, Bulgaria is only 45% ready. This is a stark contrast to Western European 
countries such as Germany, which score above 66%. As a benchmark of technological progress, it shows that 
the 3SI still lags behind its western counterparts.

95.9 billion euros have been secured for the projects of the Three Seas Initiative, this is 53% of the 
stated 180.9 billion euros cost of all projects currently part of the 3SI. This is a large increase since last year 
when the secured budget was only stated as being 10.26 billion euros.

9 Member States have contributed to the 3SI IF, the only ones left to commit are Slovakia, Czechia and 
Austria. 

200.606 billion euros in Cohesion Policy allocations to 3SI countries altogether. That is 54% of the 
entire Cohesion Policy allocated to the entirety of the EU. While showing how valuable development of the 
region is to the EU, it also shows the disparity between Western countries and the 3SI countries. For example, 
Austria only received 0.31% of the total budget while Hungary, its smaller neighbour, received 6% of the total.

43.784 billion US dollars in exports to the US from the 3SI region in 2020, by far, 3SI’s largest 
export market outside the EU. Exports to the US increased by 15.738 B between 2012-2020. 

17.419 billion US dollars in imports from the US to the 3SI, significantly less than imports from 
China ($70.941 billion) and Russia ($26.204 billion).
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31.115 billion US dollar increase in the sum of Chinese imports from 2012, compared to a 3.712 
billion US dollar increase of American imports and a 24.093 billion US dollar decrease of Russian imports. 

6 countries of the 3SI region belong to the euro zone. Croatia and Bulgaria plan to join by 2023, Romania 
by 2028; none of the three countries are members of the Schengen zone yet.

 10 out of the 12 countries are part of China’s 17+1 initiative to foster development 
through more trade, investments and infrastructure projects. In 2021, Lithuania left the 17+1 format.

 4 countries fell in ‘feelings of belonging’ to the West (compared to 4 years ago), while ‘feelings of be-
tweenness’ grew in all 12 countries. 

1 Only Austria is considered a ‘true democracy’ based on the Economist’s Democracy Index rankings 
in 2020. Baltics generally do better than their Eastern European and Balkan counterparts, but democratic 
backsliding is widespread despite being more pronounced in some countries. 

32% decrease on The World Press Freedom Index for the whole region since 2013. 

4 out of the 12 countries are considered at high risk of low political independence of 
the media, according to CMPF.

7 points down on the Corruption Perception Index (Transparency International) for Poland since 2015. 
In 2020, the country scored 56 and ranked 45th — down from 29th, while Estonia was the only 3SI country 
moving significantly up from 23th to 17th place. 

5 countries scored less than 50 Points on the Corruption Perception Index in 2020. 5 years back, only 
Bulgaria and Romania were below that level. Meaning that, since 2015, more countries tend towards the 
corrupt end of the spectrum than the clean side.

2 out of the 12 countries, Poland and Hungary have experienced a significant decline in 
the rule of law score (WJP) in 2020 while, in most countries, it has stayed relatively static but not high, except 
for Estonia which experienced an increase in rule of law score.

24% accounts for the average representation of women in parliaments across the region. Women 
account for barely 12.56% of Hungarian MPs while in Slovakia and Czechia they make up for 22.67% and 
23% of the total MPs.

49.75 average media literacy rate according to the OSIS index which is a 2-point decline on average 
across the region since 2017, the largest drop in any part of Europe. The lowest media literacy levels in the 
EU are two 3SI countries, Romania (34) and Bulgaria (29). The highest in the region is Estonia (72).  Poor 
media literacy is associated with a higher distrust in scientists and journalists; this translates to the current 
infodemic whereby Romania and Bulgaria have the lowest proportion of adults planning to get vaccinated 
(31% and 33%, respectively) and highest proportion of adults that believe COVID-19 is a hoax (30% and 17%, 
respectively). 
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28% and 17%  — Poland and Hungary respectively dropped in their freedom of expression 
scores since 2014. Most member states are split into two categories when it comes to freedom of expression, 
‘open’ and ‘less restricted’, while the outlier Hungary falls into the ‘restricted’ category. 

.42 point drop in the 0-1 scale on the Civil Society Organisations Participatory Environment in 
Poland since 2010 from one of the highest in the region, 91% to 49%. The drastic decrease in Poland started 
in 2015 which corresponds to the election of the PiS government.

3 out of 12 states are below 50% CSO participation in government, with Hungary at only 
26% (37 points down from 2005 the highest drop of any country since then)

45.77% improvement across the region in the cybersecurity index from 2014 to 2018. In 2020, 
Estonia and Lithuania made it to the top 5 of Europe’s most cybersecurity-developed nations, ahead of Eu-
ropean G7 members like France, Germany and Italy. 

76.53 average score on the ease of doing business index near the OECD average of 78.4 and sig-
nificantly higher than the global average of 63 — either growing or stable since 2016. The highest performers 
in the region are the Baltic countries (average score of 80.83) and Bulgaria scores lowest with 72. Individual 
concerns.

Status Report of the Three Seas Initiative 2021; Energy imports dependency, Eurostat 2000-2019; Imports of Natural Gas from Russia, Eurostat 2014-2019;  Europe 5G Readiness Index 

Report, inCITES Consulting 2020;  Direction of Trade Statistics (DOTS), IMF 2012-2020; GLOBESEC Trends 2016, 2017, 2018, 2019, 2020; Democracy Index, the Economist Intelligence 

Unit 2020; World Press Freedom Index, Reporters Without Borders 2013-2021; Media Pluralism Monitor, Centre for Media Pluralism and Media Freedom 2020; Corruption Perception 

Index, Transparency International 2015-2020; World Justice Index, World Justice Project 2020; Women in Parliament, International Parliamentary Union 2021; Media Literacy Index, 

Open Society Institute - Sofia 2017-2021; Global Expression Report, ARTICLE 19 2019-2020; Global State of Democracy Indices - IDEA 2020; Global Cybersecurity Index, International 

Telecommunication Union 2014-2020; Ease of Doing Business Score, World Bank 2016-2020.

Based on: 
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DEMOCRATIC 
SECURITY TRENDS
Backsliding
3SI – a ‘flawed democracies’ initiative? 

In the 3SI region, all countries except Austria are 
considered flawed democracies, according to The 
Economist Global Democracy Index 2020. The 
assumption upon the acceptance of the 3SI coun-

tries to the European Union was such that democratic 
systems in the region would continue to strengthen and 
solidify. 

17 years later, democratic backsliding has settled 
into both the academic language and vernacular, becom-
ing one of the most common concepts to describe the 
decline in democracy in many countries within the re-
gion. According to The Economist’s Global Democracy 
Index, the aggregate score of democracy in the 3SI re-
gion was lower in 2020 than it had been in 2012. Latvia 
and Estonia are the only 3SI states that saw improvement  
with regard to their democracy rating.

Other indices confirm this trend. According to 
Freedom House, in 2005, there were only 3 unconsoli-
dated democracies (Romania, Croatia, Bulgaria) within 
the 3SI region. By 2020, Hungary and Poland joined their 
ranks. Democratic backsliding was also accompanied by 
worsening freedom of expression in Poland and Hungary 
— the only two member states to experience a significant 
decline in their freedom of expression scores, dropping  
by 28% and 17% respectively. Overall, the number of un-
consolidated democracies in the 3SI has increased while 
the scores of 3 ‘original’ unconsolidated democracies ei-
ther worsened or did not change. This trend is unlikely 
to change in the near future. 

Democratic backsliding in the region also be-
comes visible when looking at how the Civil Society 
Organisations Participation Score by IDEA has changed 

Figure 1: The Civil Society Organisation Participatory Environment score is shown from 2005 to 2019. The EU member states on average have declined according to this score, but 
when focusing on 3SI countries, some notable outliers can be seen. For example, Hungary’s continual decline since 2010 with the election of Fidesz. In Poland, we see a similar trend 

since 2015 which corresponds to the election of PiS.
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over time. In the scale from 1 (best) - 0 (none) when 
asked about the participatory environment for Civil 
Society Organisations from 2005 to 2019, Poland, 
Romania and Hungary are significantly worse off now — 
Hungary dropped the furthest, from 0.63 to 0.27 (-.37), 
Poland dropped from 0.82 (the highest in the region) to 
0.49 (-0.34) and Romania from 0.60 to 0.47 (-0.13). The 
downward trends in many countries became visible in 
2010. Today’s frustration amongst citizens looms large 
when it comes to being included in the decision-making 
process; apart from Austria, citizens of the 3SI countries 
feel generally less heard by their governments compared 
to others in the EU. National governments also tend to be 
less trusted than EU institutions in most 3SI countries, 
prompting the need for greater civil society engagement.

Corruption never really went away
3SI countries still high on the corruption perception

Corruption in the 3SI countries is still perceived 
as widespread within the region. Other than 
Austria and Estonia, generally considered to 
be free of large-scale corruption; many of the 

3SI countries have significant perceptions of corruption, 
with Slovakia, Croatia and Bulgaria at the bottom of the 
list. The only countries that have seen a fall in corrup-
tion perception are the Baltic States and Austria. 5 states 
of the 3SI scored less than 50 points on the Corruption 
Perception Index in 2020, with Hungary recording the 
most significant rise in perception of corruption be-
tween 2012-2020, and Estonia with the most significant 
improvement when it comes to perception of corruption 
throughout that time period. The perception of corrup-
tion in Poland increased over the last 5 years. Between 
2015 (when PiS got elected) and 2020, Poland went 7 
points down on the Corruption Perception Index. This 
level of corruption and the issue of oligarchs in the re-
gion can be seen with the percentage of funding  by 
OLAF to be recovered by the EU anti-fraud office due to 
financial issues between 2015-2019. Hungary leads the 
chart with 3.93 percent followed by Slovakia (0.53). Out 
of the top ten countries, half are 3SI member states.

High levels of corruption are not conducive to eq-
uitable social, economic and political progress. Not only 
is it an issue within the region but also for possible inves-
tors of the 3SI Investment Fund like the United States. 
Building on the recently signed memorandum that el-
evates the fight against corruption as a core national 
security interest, the State Department has added Anti-
Corruption and Transparency as one of their main pol-
icy issues on their website. Widespread investments in 
an area with medium to high levels of corruption means 
that funds can be misallocated or inefficiently spent, 
discouraging further investment and economic devel-

opment. Perception of corruption in society also leads 
to more distrust in governmental institutions and the 
extent to which citizens worry about their personal and 
economic wellbeing during  crises such as pandemics. 
According to the latest Global Corruption Barometer by 
Transparency International, 3SI countries made up 6 out 
of 8 EU states where public perception of corruption has 
increased most dramatically this past year. As mentioned 
in the same report, more than two thirds of Bulgarians, 
Croatians and Czechs believe their government is fail-
ing to root out corruption in their countries; in Bulgaria, 
67% view most MPs as corrupt and 51% of Romanians 
express similar distrust towards their politicians. Eastern 
Europe continues to be characterised by the highest lev-
el of bribery rates within the EU, with all 3SI members, 
apart from Estonia and Slovenia, experiencing above av-
erage instances of bribery. Monitoring from the OECD 
confirms these tendencies, further calling on Hungary 
and Poland to step up efforts in implementing the OECD 
Anti-Bribery Convention which has been ratified by all 
3SI members except Croatia and Romania.  

Independent media and free press
Strategic lawsuits against public participation - SLAPPs

 

In many countries of the 3SI, the state of independent 
media and free press has worsened in recent years. 
According to Reporters Without Borders, in 2013, 
Hungary, Croatia and Bulgaria were in the ‘orange’ 

category. In 2017, Poland moved down to the ‘orange’ 
category, and Bulgaria dropped to the ‘red’ category. The 
average press freedom score in the 3SI region based on 
RSF findings has deteriorated by 32% since 2013. Estonia 
is the country with the most independent media, even 
though in 2021 it joined the ‘yellow’ category, though 
only by a very small margin. The media landscape has 
not been showing many signs of improving in recent 
years. Since 2015, the Platform to Promote the Protec-
tion of Journalism and Safety of Journalists has flagged a 
total of 154 violations against press and media freedom 
in the 3SI bloc. Significant variation exists amongst the 
3SI countries: the biggest abusers Poland (29), Bulgaria 
(26) and Slovenia (20) each have recorded more viola-
tions than the Baltic States, Austria and Czechia com-
bined (17).

Instances of SLAPP-related alerts and jurisdic-
tions are also on the rise and CEE is no exception. In 
Hungary, a local energy drink brand was able to pre-
vent Hungarian magazines Magyar Narans and Forbes 
Hungary from publishing their reports until the court’s 
final judgment. The Hungarian company’s SLAPP was 
pursued on the basis of the GDPR rather than domes-
tic law, setting a precedent of exploiting EU legislation  
for the sake of media suppression. Freedom of the press

 15

THREE SEAS INITIATIVE 2025 TRENDS



is a crucial requirement for a healthy democracy, and many of 
the 3SI countries are stagnant or on a downward trend. The 
most recent report by partner organisations to the Council 
of Europe notes concern over the ‘acute situation’ in Poland 
and Hungary as a result of state-led media capture, undermi-
ning independent journalism and media pluralism. Deterio-
ration of press freedom was only exacerbated by COVID-19, 
as some 3SI governments have used the emergency to pass 
laws curbing media freedom: Romania and Bulgaria unsuc-
cessfully attempted to mimic Hungary’s emergency bill pas-
sed in April 2020 that criminalised the spread of ‘false infor-
mation’ in a bid to suppress journalist reporting on the go-
vernment’s handling of the pandemic. 

Demographics and Gender 
equality
Representation and growth in the region

 

The demographic situation in the 3SI is not ideal. 
Within all 3SI countries, the demographic pyr-
amids are mostly top heavy, meaning the ratio 
of older citizens to younger citizens is growing, 

spelling a demographic issue in the future. Only three of 
the twelve countries have had a positive annual growth 
rate for the past five years, Slovenia, Czechia and Aus-
tria. Slovenia has slipped into a negative growth rate for 
the past two years. The fertility rate within the region is 
below 2.1 which is considered the replacement level that 
allows a population to replenish. Only three  countries in 
the region have a fertility rate above 1.5 (already below 
the ideal) these being the Baltic countries. The COV-
ID-19 pandemic has been difficult for the region as well, 
with an estimated 230,601 deaths in the twelve countries 
as of 28 June 2021. When it comes to average cumula-
tive deaths per million people, Hungary is the highest 
with 3,104.34 followed by Czechia (2,829.21) and Bul-
garia (2,596.26). The regional average is 1,978.19, 324,44 
higher than the EU average of 1,653.75. Only four coun-
tries are lower than the EU average in the region, Lithu-
ania (1,609.31), Latvia (1,327.01), Austria (1,188.15) and 
Estonia (956.63). There have also been large emigration 
outflows to western Europe leading to 3SI country na-
tionals making up significant minorities in countries like 
Germany where 771,300 Polish citizens and 708,300 Ro-
manian citizens live. Other western EU countries with 
significant 3SI minorities are Ireland, Denmark, Spain, 
Italy, the Netherlands, Finland, and Sweden, with Poles 
and Romanians (as the most populous countries in the 
region) making up the most significant minorities.

With the exception of Austria and Croatia, all mem-
ber states lag behind Western Europe when it comes to 
the percentage rate of representation of women in the 
national parliaments. The 3SI region as a whole has a 
5% lower share of women in parliament than in 2012. 

Hungary being the worst offender in all of Europe and 
ranking 29th in the world, with only 12.06% representa-
tion of women in parliament. In addition to decreasing 
birth rates, the median age in the region has grown from 
an average of 37.2 in 2000 to 43.4 in 2020.  To fuel grow-
ing economies with ageing and shrinking populations, it 
becomes necessary to accept foreign labourers. Many of 
the 3SI countries look to their eastern neighbours to sat-
isfy their demand while the region simultaneously fac-
es a brain drain to Western Europe that creates a ‘brain 
chain’ effect. As such, rates of immigration in the largest 
economies like Poland are going up. While the num-
bers of migrants grow, there is little correlation between 
numbers of foreign born inhabitants and its perception 
of them within a society. In Hungary, where the inter-
national migrant stock only grew by 0.4%, the negative 
attitude towards immigrants grew from a quarter of the 
population in 2015 to nearly half the population in 2019.

The labour market is defined by some of the low-
est wage rates in the EU. Workers in the 3SI countries, 
excluding Austria, get paid an average of 11.63 euros 
per hour — a figure almost 2.5 times lower than the 
EU average and resembles the minimum wage levels 
in richer Western countries like France (10.03 euros). 
Hungary and Bulgaria are home to the lowest corpo-
rate tax rates within the EU while Lithuania, Slovenia, 
Poland, Czechia, Romania and Croatia trail behind the 
EU benchmark of 20% taxation. Low wages and tax rates 
are indicative of a ‘race to bottom’ development strategy 
that seeks to attract investment from abroad. This strat-
egy puts at risk relations with neighbouring countries by 
limiting cash inflow into state budgets, as well as does 
not optimise the job market pushing better skilled labour 
abroad.
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Rule of law questioned
The rule of injustice on the rise in Central Europe 

 

According to the World Justice Project, Poland 
and Hungary declined the most of any coun-
try in the region with regard to their rule of 
law score over the last 5 years. Hungary re-

corded the region’s lowest overall rule of law score in 
2020. Among the 3SI states, Estonia and Austria remain 
the best performing countries when it comes to rule of 
law, and other 3SI states have not recorded significant 
changes when it comes to rule of law in the last 5 years. 
Only two states within the EU have triggered Article 7 
of the Treaty, a mechanism within the EU on rule of law: 
Poland and Hungary. Without a healthy rule of law in 
the region the EU legal order is threatened as without 
a functioning trusted judiciary, legal judgements of the 
member state become questionable making proper en-
forcement of EU laws impossible.

Populism in the Region 
On the rise or hitting glass ceiling?

R ight-wing populism has been synonymous with 
the 3SI region in much of the Western percep-
tion, with examples prevalent in the region. 
Each of the 12 3SI countries are either ruled 

by or have a significant presence of right-wing populist 
parties, which garner significant support for large seg-
ments of the population. The existence of popular parties 
with authoritarian tendencies in the region shows that 
the political landscapes in the region have fundamental 
issues. If left to fester this can lead many countries within 
the region towards a less democratic and inherently less 
secure future. 

Economic trends
Chinese imports, Gas Dependency, FDI

The 3SI countries are positioned between the cap-
ital rich Western European countries in which 
they are in economic union with, and resource 
rich powers to the East like Russia and China. 3SI 

countries, with the exception of Austria and Lithuania, 
participate in China’s 17+1 initiative to boost trade and 
investment in the region. Out of them, Hungary was the 
largest recipient of Chinese capital flows in 2020 valued 
at 2.058 billion euros. Although China’s FDI stock in 
Hungary nearly doubled from what it was in 2014, the 
figure remains marginal compared to the share of Euro-
pean investment. According to the Hungarian Academy 
of Sciences, most capital flows from the BRICS nations 
have been allocated towards lower value-added man-
ufacturing rather than R&D or innovation activities of 
the CEE. Loans from the Russia-backed International 

Figure 2: The trade between the 3SI countries and the largest countries outside the EU are shown. From 2012 till 2014, Russia 
played the largest role as exporter to the region but afterwards was overtaken by China. The US is by far the largest export 

market for the 3SI but has not been growing significantly in the past 8 years.
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Investment Bank (IIB), headquarters of which were re-
located from Moscow to Budapest in 2019, have been 
steadily increasing at a 25% growth rate since 2017 in 
Hungary, Romania, Slovakia, Czechia, and Bulgaria. 
Similar to China, Russian finance is still far from com-
peting with the EU since development funds from the 
EBRD and EIB significantly exceed that of the IIB.

While Chinese trade in large part goes by sea to 
western Europe through ports such as Rotterdam, there 
exists railway connections between the 3SI countries 
and China through Russia and Central Asia. As demand 
and trade with China grow in Europe, these freight con-
nections will become ever more profitable for the mem-
ber states along which path they lie. In fact, imports from 
China to the region have increased by an astounding 78% 
since 2012 from 39.815 billion US dollars to 70.941 bil-
lion US dollars in 2020. In the large Polish terminal in 
Małaszewicze, which is the main entry point for Chinese 
freight, Customs has already reached its limit. Hungary 
is currently in the process of expanding a terminal with 
Ukraine in Fényeslitke to be able to accept larger quan-
tities of Chinese freight imports. With already impres-
sive economic growth numbers in the region, demand 
for Chinese goods as well as being transit countries for 
large amounts of Chinese/European trade mean that the 
needs for infrastructure have only increased. The US on 
the other hand is the largest export market outside the 
EU for the 3SI region. It is worth mentioning that trade 
with Russia took a significant hit after 2014 but since 
then has been rebounding in spite of sanctions. Imports 
of natural gas from Russia have been increasing across 
the EU along with the 3SI region as countries transition 
to bigger and greener economies.

Infrastructure disparity between 
the EU-15 and 3SI
Can we have a level playing field without level 
infrastructure?

 

While the importance of the region in trade 
is already significant and ever-growing, in-
frastructure, both in quality and quantity, is 
far behind its Western counterparts. While 

East-West connectivity has been prioritised as the most 
profitable route for commerce, the North South connec-
tion has been left relatively overlooked with the general 
plan of EU infrastructure, the Trans-European Network 
of Transportation (TEN-T) having a clear gap in North-
South connectivity of the 3SI region. An example of this 
disparity would be how a theoretical train ride would 

look from Warsaw to Paris vs Warsaw to Sofia. Accord-
ing to Rome2Rio a train ride from Warsaw to Paris which 
is almost 300 km further than the distance to Sofia is 
only 15 hrs and 40 mins long with two transfers. A trip 
from Warsaw to Sofia can take over 34 hrs to complete 
and requires 4 transfers. This perceived gap between 
north and south is currently being negotiated between 
some 3SI member states and the EU as a necessary pro-
ject that must be included in the TEN-T (which would 
lead to significant development funds from the EU). 

The Logistics Performance Index (LPI) is used by 
the World Bank to evaluate the capacity of countries 
to move goods beyond their borders and connect pro-
ducers with the international market, hence making 
visible the ‘performance gap’ between high performers 
(5) and worst performers (1). Austria is the only country 
to score consistently above a 4 on the LPI index since 
2016, in comparison the region as a whole has increased 
from 3.06 in 2007 to 3.28 in 2018. While a significant 
rise, it is still incomparable to western European coun-
terparts. Additionally, European countries considered 
most ‘5G ready’ are predominantly Western, with only 
Estonia and Austria qualifying into the top 20. Romania, 
Slovakia, Bulgaria, Poland, Latvia, Estonia and Czechia 
all have signed a memorandum of understanding with 
the US regarding 5G security. This can lead to many 
3SI states limiting their imports of 5G technology to 
Western countries such as the US, which could boost 
overall imports, which currently are static, and ultimate-
ly strengthen transatlantic ties. Based on estimates from 
the EIB, 5G technology could reduce energy consump-
tion in CEE from anywhere between 50% to 95% and 
therefore decrease reliance on Russian energy imports. 
The European 5G readiness index shows that the great-
est disparity between east and west lies in the ability to 
provide an environment that fosters R&D and innova-
tion. Lack of stable regulation and policymaking, largely 
exacerbated by high levels of corruption, results in east-
ern European countries lagging behind their neighbours 
in the field of digital connectivity. Such a gap in devel-
opment of infrastructure in a region with big potential 
for profit can lead to a large amount of development. The 
influx of funds for development in regions dominated 
by flawed democracies can therefore lead to even more 
corruption.
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Figure 3: The train commute from Warsaw to Paris vs a train commute from Warsaw to Sofia is shown as an example of the lack 
of North South connectivity in the region. The ride to Paris, which is almost 300 km further than the distance to Sofia, is only 15 

hrs and 40 mins long according to Rome2Rio while a trip from Warsaw to Sofia can take over 34 hrs to complete.

Sources:
Democracy Index 2020 Economist Intelligence Unit, Global Expression Report 2019-2020 ARTICLE 19,   Democracy Status 2020 Freedom House,  Global Corruption Barometer 2021 Transparency International,  Living 

working and COVID-19 (Update April 2021): Mental health and trust decline across EU as pandemic enters another year Eurofound,  Corruption Perception Index 2020 Transparency International,  Per cent of funding 

recommended to be recovered by the EU anti-fraud office due to financial irregularities (2015-2019) Statista,  Presenting the 2021 European Quality of Government Index and its relationship with Covid-19 indicators The 

Quality of Government Institute (Göteborgs Universitet),  Global Corruption Barometer European Union 2021 Transparency International,  2021 Annual Report by the partner organizations to the Council of Europe 

Platform to Promote the Protection of Journalism and Safety of Journalists,  Coronavirus (COVID-19) Deaths Our World in Data,  Main countries of citizenship and birth of the foreign population 1 January 2020 Eurostat,  

Per cent of women International Parliamentary Union,  World Population Prospects 2019 UN Department of Economic and Social Affairs,  International Migrant Stock 2019 UN Department of Economic and Social 

Affairs,  Immigration and trust in the EU: a territorial analysis of voting behaviour and attitudes Joint Research Center Science for Policy Report (European Commission 2020),  Estimated hourly labour costs Eurostat,  

French minimum wage Expatica,  Corporate Tax Tables KPMG,  Rule of Law Index 2020 World Justice Project,  China Investment in Central and Eastern Europe A reality check, 2021 Central and Eastern European 

Center for Asian Studies,  Inward Foreign Direct Investment, excluding special purpose entities, adjusted for capital in transit and restructuring of asset portfolios, in million euros. Data: National Bank of Hungary, Emerg-

ing-market Multinational Enterprises in East Central Europe (book) 2020,  Annual reports of the IIB, IMF,  Europe 5G Readiness Index Report  inCITES Consulting 2020,  IT Landscape Report, Emerging Europe 2021
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